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Chapter 1
Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.
~Desmond Tutu 
The two most powerful aspects of life are dreams and hope. While a dream is the destination where one drives towards, hope is the fuel that keeps one steering forward; it is the fuel that keeps the vehicle of life in a forward motion. Both these aspects are pivotal to not only moving forward but also preventing one from being stuck in the past. It may seem like a verbose monologue of a person who has had a good life, but believe me when I say that life has instilled these aspects in my blood. Fortunately, my parents embodied these two aspects for my siblings and me through the exceptional life that they led. Life has a habit of testing everyone at every front, but the aspects of dream and hope are what become a powerful tool to ace those tests and live a beautiful life.
My story didn’t just start from my own birth, the most important lessons of my life are written in the lives of my parents. It is interesting how many believe financial resources to be the only constituent that formulates generational wealth. My generational wealth has been the life lessons that have been transferred from what my parents learned, experienced, and lived in their own lives. Their experiences became my own experiences; their lives became the foundation on which I built my own life, and their wealth was in the lessons that they imparted to me and my siblings.
My father came from a farming family in a small town in Greece. He was one of seven brothers and sisters, a big family where everyone worked on the family farm. A big family helped with saving the cost of labor on a farm, and that is what my father and his siblings did while they were growing up. The entire family worked on the agricultural land with my paternal grandfather, but that didn’t mean that they had considerable financial resources. The entire proceeds from the farm were enough to feed the family, but that was the extent of it. My father was different; he was a dreamer. He knew in his bones that life had more to offer than just working on a farm and making ends meet every day.
He wanted more from life, a dreamer, like I said, but he had something else working for him as well. He truly believed in his dream; he had hope in his heart to guide him toward the life he envisioned. Rather than just waiting for the right time, my father decided to take life by the reins and guide it exactly where he wanted it to head. This was the time after the war, so my father gathered his scarce belongings and a trunk full of courage and headed for the rest of Europe to make some money. There is a popular saying that “fortune favors the bold.” I truly believe that saying, especially after looking at what my father did and what he received in return.
It is difficult, almost impossible, for many to step out of their comfort zone and leave behind a comfortable life, even if it is on a farm. The fear of the unknown and the uncertainty of life often keep people from taking that leap forward. Perhaps that is why it is called a “leap of faith” because that is what it usually requires: a bit of faith, a bucket full of hope, and a mountain of courage. Another important lesson that I learned from the life of my parents is that life doesn’t always give exactly what is desired or asked; rather, it gives something else that has a more profound and lasting impact. I wholeheartedly accepted that my own vision is limited compared to that of life, and I would only know why something happens after a considerable time has passed. I learned this from what my father experienced after he left the farm in Greece and traveled to Austria. While he didn’t find life-changing employment in the new country, he did find something that would shape the course of his life for the better. He found my mom.
As he ventured through the strange country, looking for work to materialize the dream he had envisioned, he met a girl who added something more beautiful to his life. It is almost novelistic how my father traveled through Europe to change his life for the better, and he found a woman who became his wife, the mother of his children, and a constant companion through all the hardships infused in his life.
My mother’s family originally moved from Izmir, Turkey, during the time of war and settled in a small town called Drama, north east of Thessaloniki in Greece. As they were a refugee family finding shelter in the new country, they had considerable financial problems that made their life quite difficult. At 16 or 17, my maternal grandfather sent his daughter to work in a factory in Austria and send money back to the family. She missed spending that time with her family, but she would always smile at the end of the memory by seeing what she got as a result of it. Her gift for that period of trial and time away from her family came in the form of a handsome Greek man, my father. They both met in Austria and somehow knew that they were meant to spend the rest of their life together. I know it sounds like a scene from a romantic novel, but even the most popular fiction stories are rooted in something real like this.
It is funny how both my parents left their homes, one by choice and the other by demand, to make a better life for themselves and their families. The one thing my parents had in common was that they were both dreamers. They dreamed of a better life and were certain they could achieve it. I have received this in heritage from both of them, the wealth of being a dreamer and being hopeful even in the face of certain failures.
After meeting in Austria, they both went to Germany and married there. That is where they had two sons, my two elder brothers. Both my parents wanted a better life for themselves and the family that they now had. As they were both dreamers and undeterred to walk an untraveled path, they both decided to work as hard as they could to achieve the future they had envisioned together. Many families traveled throughout Europe to make a better living and build a future after the devastation of war. Such powerful hope was instilled in many families striving for something better.
My parents then went out to seek jobs in the rest of Europe before finally making a pivotal decision in their lives: the decision to come to Canada. My parents traveled to Canada in the late 1960s or early 1970s to build a better life for themselves and their children. It was like a fresh start, a new beginning, and every new beginning comes with its own perils and challenges. My parents came to Canada with a few dollars in their pockets but had hope and determination to build a better life and escape the clutches of poverty. Remember, anything is possible in this world as long as you just believe. Yet again, my parents challenged themselves by stepping out of their comfort zone into an alien territory. The only difference this time was that they also had one another and two children.
Every aspect of my parents’ lives has been a lesson for me. However, an important lesson that they unknowingly taught me was the importance of sacrifice. They sacrificed their peace, comfort, and life with some certainty to achieve a dream. They sacrificed their leisure and time to build a better life for the future of their family. Through their actions, I understood that we all need to sacrifice something of our own selves for the greater good of the family. It almost becomes a prerequisite to sacrifice something in the present for a better future. Though it is a hard decision to sacrifice something of your own for something uncertain in the future, that is the foundation of every remarkable story.
Soon after, they traveled to Canada. They went through a series of turbulences, challenges, and problems in surviving the new country and achieving the dream that the two had envisioned. It was especially challenging for them as they had two young children with a third one on the way. I was born in Canada in 1973, a few years after they came. Oftentimes, I place myself in their shoes and imagine being parents to two young children and an infant, being in an alien country, and starting from the very beginning to make a living. It sends shivers down my spine at times by merely imagining the uncertainty of what my parents were facing. Yet, they steered through it with such grace and composure that it became almost magical to the distant eye. But I saw everything up close and learned the exact reasons why my parents succeeded with such grace and triumph. They were determined, they had hope, and they had each other. I cannot emphasize enough the boon of having a partner and companion, the way my parents had each other. It was almost as if they were created with perfect precision for one another. But it wasn’t just their treatment and support of one another that became the foundation of my character and personality, but also the way they treated others.
My parents were the perfect role models for a child in every sense of the word. They were not only hard workers and dreamers, but they were also exceptionally kind and compassionate towards others. I had never seen either of my parents shy away from helping anyone and everyone. My father was a humble and helpful man to everyone, and people admired him profusely. As a son, I never realized how much people admired my father until I saw it with my own eyes and heard it with my own ears. I came to realize how perfect a human my father was when I saw the entire church filled to the brim with people at his funeral. Everyone I met or overheard said the same thing about him, “what a wonderful and kind human he was.” He had touched the lives of everyone he came in contact with, regardless of their class, culture, creed, or race; he just helped them and was kind to them.
My mother was no exception either. She was one of the kindest women one could ever encounter in life. Though she spoke very few words, they came from the heart and were directed at the heart as well. Her soft and polite tone made her almost into an enchantress who could soothe anyone’s heart with her words. But what made her an ideal person was how supportive she was of my father. I remember often finding her reassuring my father with words of comfort and support, telling him that they would find a way out whenever a problem befell the family. She was like a rock for him, someone he could always count on.
My parents didn’t lecture me and my siblings about how to lead and live life; rather, they showed it by example. They showed us the importance of being kind to others, the significance of working hard with honesty, and the rewards that follow by taking the leap of faith. They showed us that life is what one makes of it with dreams, hope, courage, and a sense of humanity. Even though my parents faced numerous challenges and hardships in building the life they wanted for their children, they never stopped dreaming. They dreamed of a better future and willed it into existence with hope and courage to take risks. That was a very important lesson that both my parents taught me: to take risks, as it was a prerequisite of progress.
My father lived till the age of 80, and my mother lived till she was 83 years old. But to me, they are still alive, teaching me important life lessons. They are alive in my memories and heart forever. I often talk about them with my brothers; sadly, one of my brothers passed away at the age of 51.
Now, the only people left in the family are me and my one elder brother. But the memories and the lessons are something that I carry with me. My parents have always been the greatest motivation in my life. To be fair, their mere life is enough to motivate anyone. Imagine that they had a few dollars in their pockets, two newborn sons in their arms, and a completely new country, and yet they dreamed of a better future with such certainty that they made it happen.
Chapter 2
Not all who wander are lost.
~J.R.R. Tolkien
Life is perhaps the most brilliant teacher there could be for anyone, but a fair warning: it’s very strict. If you fail to learn the lesson it teaches you, it will make sure to teach the same lesson to you again in a much harsher manner. The cycle will continue until you learn the lesson it is trying to teach you. Well, life didn’t spare me either just because I was a cute kid. Rather, it began to tutor me from a very young age.
Born and raised in Canada, I was certain that life was good the way it was. I had no idea that it would go through a complete change and drag me along with it as well. It all happened when my parents decided to move back to Greece. So, when I was around eight years old, a young child in the second grade in Toronto, I left the soil of Canada with my parents to go to an alien country. The country was alien to me, but it was their home, so I couldn’t complain much. I was the only child of the three of us who left with our parents. My oldest brother and Chris decided against going to Greece with our parents. Although Chris came to Greece after a few months, he left quite soon. But Angelo, my eldest brother, never came to Greece at all.
He was 18 years old at the time, and if I remember right, he was going to school to become a plumber. Since he was old enough, our parents didn’t force him to come to Greece, and he just never wanted to come either. Since I was the youngest and quite young as well, I had no choice but to follow my parents wherever they went, and that included going to Greece as well. Though Chris came and stayed with us for a while, he left for Canada in less than a year. Therefore, I always felt like an only child to my parents.
Since my brothers hardly came to Greece, I spent a lot of time with my parents and learned more about them than I would have had we continued to live in Canada. Sometimes, a single decision may seem futile or insignificant, but that is only because of what we are able to perceive. Every decision, regardless of how minute it is, has a snowball effect that exudes its influence on our entire lives. In my youthful ignorance, I was troubled by the move my parents were making, taking me away from my life in Toronto. In hindsight, it shaped me into the person that I am today. Since I wasn’t always this smart, I begrudgingly packed my things and moved to Greece with my parents. Thus began a new life for me.
The first thing that comes to my mind when I think about my childhood in Greece is how creatively imaginative a young mind can be. My childhood in Greece was full of memories, especially the name that the people of the town had given me. I was the guy that they called “the little American” in the village. That was the only word I understood at the start, which was another problem. The biggest hurdle for me in the new place was the language barrier.
I didn’t speak a word of Greek, which made communication very difficult for me. I remember my first day in the new country, and I was trying to talk to my cousin. The struggle was unlike anything I had experienced, and I ended up communicating with him through hand signals and emotional gestures. I am just glad no one saw me do what I did that first day. I remember the slaughter I did of English, asking him, “Where your parents, me, my house?” Surprisingly, my cousin somehow understood me as well. I guess I have always been good with non-verbal communication. Eventually, I started learning Greek from the people around me and from school, and it soon became my second language. Even though I struggled to learn and adjust to the new country, new culture, and new people, it surely led me to make a lot of memories.
Don’t get me wrong, the time that I spent in Canada allowed me to enjoy the city life, but it could never have given me the experiences that I had in that small town in Greece. To give an example of it, I used to go hunting with my father by the time I was 10 years old. But the thing that I am most proud of, which I don’t even tell my kids, is that I used to drive a car when I was 11 in secret. I would never have had the chance to drive a car at the age of 11 if I had continued to live in Canada. I realized something very important about Greece and about the entire Europe as well. The kids in the continent grew up a lot quicker than they did in Canada. I am not referring to their physicality, but to their experiences and responsibilities in life. I remember seeing kids working from a very young age in the country. Since I was part of the same group of children, I learned to grow up quicker as well. So, by the age of 11, I used to take my car and go to my dad’s farm.
My paternal grandfather had given my father farmland to plow and cultivate. So, my dad had his own little farm. I used to help my father cultivate the piece of land, and we grew crops on it that we ate and sold as well. My dad was not just a farmer in Greece, but also a fisherman and a hunter. I had never seen this side of my father, and I don’t think I would have seen it either if we had continued to live in Canada. I laugh sometimes at the thought of not wanting to accompany my parents to Greece. If I had made that decision, I would’ve missed the chance that life rarely offers anyone: to become a friend to their father. Now that I think back on it all, I am really happy to have been taken to Greece by my parents.
I remember I was still young, barely a teenager, but I had a pickup truck that we would load with nets and fishing equipment to catch fish by the lake. We would then take our catch to the market and sell it. My dad taught me everything that I know about hunting, fishing, and surviving on my own. I can proudly say that I would never panic if I got lost in the wilderness. We used to do all those things and even lived in a cottage, far from the main city.
For someone who lived their entire life, even the thought of a life away from it would worry them, if not frighten them. But I can attest with utmost certainty that life, even in a cottage, is a lot of fun. I used to ride horses and try to catch the donkeys that ran through the open, lush fields. I am shocked to say it, but it was certainly a great childhood. Now, when I go back to Greece, I keep asking myself how we managed to
